Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable, each of its species separated in different parts; performed by actors, not through narration; effecting through pity and fear the purification of such emotions.
-Aristotle Tragedy, as it was antiently compos'd, hath ever been held the gravest, moralest, and most profitable of all other Poems … -John Milton
[T]ragic experience, because of its central importance, commonly attracts the fundamental beliefs and tensions of a period, and tragic theory is interesting mainly in this sense that through it the shape and set of a particular culture is often deeply realised.
-Raymond Williams Tragedy. When the feeling's gone and you can't go on, it's a Tragedy.
-The Bee Gees
Introduction
One temptation for studying ideas of tragedy in relation to Irish cultural history is the ubiquity of the concept in descriptions of the Irish past. From Yeats's 'terrible beauty' to the jacket blurbs on a plethora of modern monographs, to a thousand newspaper headlines, 'tragedy' is an inescapable designation. 1 Directly or subliminally, the legacy of famine, failed rebellion, emigration and colonial persecution shapes literary and cultural production in Ireland. As Denis Donoghue claims, 'to see Ireland through its received forms is mostly to see it as a lost cause'.
2 The Irish imagination teems with images and tropes of loss and guilt. The 'catastrophic' dimension to Irish history, the litany of poverty, war, and humiliation will naturally tend to mould the representations of loss, suffering and guilt in Irish writing.
3 Even the humour and lyricism for which Irish drama and prose is also famous, and never more so than with the three authors that this book treats, typically feed off stories of the utmost poignancy and pathos.
Yet these are dangerous remarks. There are obvious perils in the construction of any literary tradition, any national canon. Identifying common elements in the diversity of Irish writing can all too easily be coercive, manipulating autonomous, incommensurate texts into bogus alignment. So much is obvious. To choose three writers as ostensibly different as J. M. Synge, Sean O'Casey and Samuel Beckett, makes this danger all the more palpable. This study does not, however, seek to overrun these differences. Obviously the three diverge widely in both dramatic practice and intellectual attitude. They are chosen for reasons of contrast as well as comparison. However, they face many similar dilemmas and, arguably, there are important common strands in their dramatic representation of suffering alongside all the diversity. Here are three exemplary Irish dramatists, from different historical periods and with very different ideas of drama, chosen both to demonstrate some characteristic aspects of Irish tragedy and to illustrate aspects of each playwright's vision and achievement unique to himself.
If there are difficulties in the construction of national traditions in literature, then the espousal of 'tragedy', as a genre or dramatic category, is even more perilous. There are few areas of literary study that have provoked so much controversy and so little consensus as the thorny and fraught area of tragic theory. Definition, as Stephen Booth claims, has long proven elusive: 'The search for a definition of tragedy has been the most persistent and widespread of all non-Religious quests for definition.' 4 Attempts to define tragedy have often prompted headscratching as to what can be considered 'authentic', especially so far as modern plays are concerned. Like other major modern dramatists such as Ibsen, Strindberg, O'Neill and Miller, Synge, O'Casey and Beckett have all, at varying points, figured in debates within tragic theory.
